[Epidemiologic study of chronic fatigue in primary care (general practice)].
The results of a cross sectional study of fatigue in two large samples of patients attending primary care physicians are reported. The level of complaint of fatigue was higher in the prospective sample, which consisted of patients who had been diagnosed as suffering from a viral infection six months earlier. Duration and frequency of experience of fatigue correlated with severity in both samples. Severity, duration and frequency were continuously distributed in these populations. Attribution of fatigue in these two samples was mixed: social stresses, current physical illness and psychological problems all being offered as explanations. 11% of the cross sectional sample and 17% of the prospective sample met study operational criteria for a possible chronic fatigue state. These patients were assessed in greater detail. The majority had a diagnosable psychiatric disorder, predominantly depression. Physical illnesses were not adequate to explain these fatigue states. These studies in primary care do not support a clinical entity of a "chronic fatigue syndrome". Some patients in primary care settings have complaints of fatigue that are both disabling and long lasting, but they do not form a distinct group although the majority are likely however to be suffering from a concurrent psychiatric disorder. In contrast to similar patients with chronic fatigue syndromes attending hospital clinics, primary care patients with complaints of fatigue are much more varied in their ideas of causation with considerable less evidence of disease conviction.